CHURCH,  PEOPLE  AND  STATE  IN  THE 
NATIONAL  CHURCH  OF  SWEDEN 

By  The  Most  Rev.  GUNNAR  HULDGREN,  Archbishop  of  Uppsala 

When  invited  to  give  a short  lecture  on  a subject  concerning  my  church, 
its  particular  structure  or  position,  it  seemed  to  me  that  it  would  be  of 
interest  for  my  audience  to  get  some  light  on  the  present  situation  in  our 
country  as  to  the  relations  of  church,  people  and  state  in  their  historical 
setting. 

I think  that  it  is  necessary  for  a right  understanding  to  be  aware  of 
the  fact  that  identity  of  terms  used  to  describe  a church  can  conceal 
differences  of  content.  Dr.  Burleigh  in  his  Church  History  of  Scotland 
(p.404),  when  summarizing  the  results  of  the  age-long  struggle  for  spiritual 
freedom  in  your  country,  in  a most  interesting  way  discusses  the  various 
interpretations  given  to  the  expression  “the  Church  by  law  established” 
and  he  concludes  with  a statement  that  it  nowadays  has  fallen  into  desue- 
tude and  become  meaningless  to  most  people. 

On  the  other  hand  Dr.  Burleigh  points  out  that  ‘ ‘the  Church  of  Scotland” 
is  still  a denomination  with  full  meaning,  that  your  church  embodies  the 
“ideal  of  a National  church,  both  representing  and  fostering  the  Christian 
faith  of  the  whole  people”.  It  is  interesting  to  note  that  this  assertion  is 
supported  by  a reference  to  the  fact  that  your  church  in  comparison  with 
other  denominations  is  the  largest  one  and  in  numbers  alone  might 
justifiably  regard  itself  as  the  Church  of  the  Scottish  people.  But  you  must 
also  take  into  account  the  fact  that  your  church  no  longer  can  reckon  the 
majority  of  the  population  of  Scotland  as  its  communicants  and  adherents. 
The  real  foundation  for  the  claim  to  be  the  National  church  ought  to  be 
indicated  in  the  concluding  words  of  Dr.  Burleigh  : “With  a history 
reaching  back  to  the  days  before  the  Union  with  England  some  have  found 
it  a national  asset  of  great  value.  More  important,  however,  is  the  fact  of 
its  acknowledged  responsibility  for  the  spiritual  life  of  Scotland”  (p.405). 

The  same  terms,  which  thus  have  been  used  to  describe  the  Church  of 
Scotland  are  used  about  the  Church  of  Sweden.  Our  church  is  a state- 
church  and  is  such  “by  law  established”  in  the  full  sense  of  that  word. 
The  still  existing  union  of  church  and  state  in  our  country  represents  a 
real  problem,  which  makes  the  question  of  establishment  or  disestablish- 
ment an  actual  and  burning  one.  But  on  the  other  hand  it  is  generally 
acknowledged  that  the  term  “state  church”  does  not  express  the  very 
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nature  of  our  church.  When — to  take  a recent  example — the  General 
Assembly  of  the  Church  of  Sweden  some  years  ago  had  to  treat  a new  Bill 
on  religious  liberty,  it  made  the  following  definition:  “The  Church  of 
Sweden  is  an  Evangelical  Lutheran  National  church".  What  does  this 
mean?  Some  things  that  were  said  about  the  Church  of  Scotland  being  a 
National  church,  certainly  hold  true  also  of  the  Church  of  Sweden.  The 
long  history,  which  it  has  in  common  with  the  Swedish  people,  represents 
a “national  asset  of  great  value”.  And  its  claim  to  be  the  Church  of  the 
Swedish  people  is  certified  by  the  fact  that  it  is  not  only  the  largest  among 
all  Christian  church  bodies,  but  still  comprises  the  overwhelming  majority 
of  the  whole  population.  But  first  and  last  it  can  truly  be  maintained  also 
about  our  church,  that  the  claim  to  be  the  National  church  is  based  on 
the  fact  of  its  “acknowledged  responsibility  for  the  spiritual  life”  of 
Sweden. 

What  I have  said  makes  it  clear  that  the  expression  “National  Church” 
is  no  official  denomination  of  our  church  but  is  used  to  describe  our  church 
and  indicate  its  task.  And  further,  I can  add  that  it  has  no  long  tradition 
in  our  language.  It  can  be  dated  to  that  time  about  ioo  years  ago,  when 
our  church  began  to  be  aware  of  the  necessity  to  assert  its  spiritual 
independence  over  against  the  state  in  a modern  society.  And  the 
“National  Church”  idea  at  the  beginning  of  this  century  gained  a new 
importance,  when  some  leading  theologians  made  it  the  centre  of  their 
thoughts  about  the  religious  meaning  of  the  Church.  Foremost  among 
these  men  is  to  be  mentioned  Einar  Bilhng,  professor  of  moral  philosophy 
in  Uppsala,  the  most  profound  and  original  of  the  Swedish  theologians 
in  this  century.  He  was  a Lutheran,  who  developed  his  idea  of  the 
National  church  in  the  light  of  the  Word  of  God.  His  thoughts  were 
worked  out  in  other  directions  by  Bishop  J.  A.  Eklund,  who  had  a strong 
sense  of  the  relations  between  church  and  culture,  and  by  Manfred 
Bjorlcquist,  the  father  of  the  Sigtuna  Foundation,  who  had  an  active 
interest  in  realizing  the  National  Church  idea  in  present  day  life  and  with 
a view  to  the  future. 

Also  Nathan  Soderblom  in  his  work  for  a renewal  of  the  Church  life 
in  Sweden  was  guided  by  the  same  idea.  But  he  was  at  the  same  time 
the  great  oecumenical  prophet,  for  whom  the  National  church  had  to 
find  its  place  in  the  vision  of  the  One,  Holy,  Catholic  Church.  This 
perspective  has  no  doubt  exercised  a deep  influence  on  the  later  develop- 
ments of  the  National  Church  idea  in  Sweden. 

I shall  now  try  to  show  how  the  problems  in  the  relations,  church, 
people  and  state  are  being  understood,  when  they  are  seen  in  the  light  of 
the  National  Church  idea. 
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I.  A “National  Church”  can  have  a double  meaning.  You  can  interpret 
it  as  a church  for  the  people. 

In  the  first  instance  the  people  is  the  object  of  the  church  and  its  work. 

There  is  no  doubt  that  this  for  Billing,  as  for  the  other  Swedish 
theologians,  has  been  the  point  of  departure.  He  has  in  view  our  own 
Swedish  church,  such  as  it  has  existed  in  our  country  for  a thousand 
years.  He  finds  that  what  characterizes  it  as  a church  is  an  organization 
which  embraces  the  whole  people,  an  activity  which  endeavours  to  reach 
all  of  them.  But  this  external  shape  to  him  does  not  appear  merely  as 
the  result  of  a historical  development,  but  as  founded  on  true  religious 
principles.  For  in  the  shaping  of  the  Church  the  Word  of  God  is  at  work. 
It  receives  its  task  and  its  character  as  a church  through  the  Gospel  of 
the  universal,  precedent  grace  of  God.  In  the  all-embracing  church 
organization  the  Gospel  finds  a means  to  reach  all. 

With  such  a view  of  the  Church,  it  is  only  natural  that  it  enters  into 
connection  with  the  state,  grateful  for  support  and  willing  to  co-operate 
in  the  interest  of  that  people,  which  both  church  and  state  through  their 
work  will  serve.  The  spiritual  government  and  the  temporal  government 
— to  speak  with  the  Reformers — have  each  their  particular  tasks:  the 
church  to  preach  the  Gospel  to  the  people,  the  state  to  care  for  its  earthly 
welfare.  All  should  be  in  order,  if  only  those  two  governments  were  not 
jumbled  together. 

But  there  has  seldom  been  such  an  idyllic  co-existence  and  co-operation 
of  church  and  state.  History  has  much  more  to  tell  about  an  eternal 
tension — even  in  ages  when  they  have  been  conscious  of  a common  calling. 
They  have  fallen  into  the  temptation  to  interfere  in  the  realms  and  affairs 
of  one  another. 

But  how  is  it  now?  The  picture  of  the  development  has  been  for  a 
hundred  years  dominated  by  the  so-called  secularization. 

You  are  to  a certain  extent  entitled  to  hold  the  opinion  that  secu- 
larization as  to  the  relations  between  church  and  state  has  brought  about 
a clearer  separation  of  their  spheres  of  work.  When  the  state  has  taken 
over  social  and  cultural  activities,  which  earlier  had  been  performed  by 
the  church,  it  might  seem  that  the  church  has  been  made  free  to  concen- 
trate on  its  central  task. 

You  must,  however,  ask,  what  does  the  central  task  of  the  church 
imply? 

A church  which  will  preach  the  Gospel  to  the  whole  people,  cannot 
restrict  itself  to  try  to  lead  those  individuals,  who  come  within  its  reach, 
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to  a life  of  faith  within  the  communion  of  its  congregations.  The  Church 
if  it  will  be  true  to  its  calling  and  not  narrow  its  task,  must  set  about 
seriously  to  partake  in  the  life  of  the  people  and  try  to  promote  the 
application  of  Christian  principles  in  society.  And  there,  in  the  life  of 
the  people  and  in  the  community  of  society,  we  meet  a sphere  common 
to  the  church  and  the  state.  If  a co-operation  between  them  shall  be 
possible  even  for  the  future,  the  church  must  see  and  acknowledge  it  as 
something  legitimate,  that  the  state  has  widened  its  scope  of  action  by 
taking  upon  itself  the  responsibility  for  the  social  and  cultural  care  of 
our  people,  but  on  the  other  hand,  the  state  must  not  consider  it  as  an 
undue  intrusion,  if  the  church  through  its  preaching  and  work  wants 
there  to  make  its  particular  contributions.  A state  with  totalitarian 
aspirations  must  of  necessity  get  into  conflict  with  a church,  which  will 
not  neglect  its  calling  to  be  a light  and  a salt  in  the  world,  in  the  life  of 
that  people,  whom  it  shall  serve. 

We  must  be  careful  when  speaking  of  a secularized  state,  as  if  that 
should  mean  that  in  our  country  the  activities  of  society  as  a whole  were 
inspired  and  guided  by  ideas  alien  to  or  incompatible  with  Christianity. 
But  we  should  be  blind  not  to  realize  that  secularization  is  penetrating 
into  the  people  and  influencing  their  ways  of  thinking  and  living,  and 
that  this  fact  is  reflected  in  the  trends  of  public  policy  and  law- 
making. 

In  this  situation  the  Church  through  the  Word  of  God  alone  can  get 
a firmness  in  its  position  and  a guidance  on  its  way,  without  which  it 
no  longer  would  be  enabled  to  carry  on  its  service  to  our  people.  But  it 
is  necessary  that  the  work  of  the  church  should  be  a true  service,  marked 
not  by  a negative  criticism  but  by  a positive  contribution,  a service  not 
rendered  from  an  exalted  position  outside  but  born  out  of  an  internal 
solidarity.  To  be  a National  Church  is  to  live  with  and  work  for  the 
people.  This  task  makes  new  demands  on  the  church,  its  ministers  and 
active  members,  its  theology  and  practice.  If  secularization  shall  be 
counteracted  we  must  go  behind  its  manifestations  into  the  changed 
conditions  of  life  and  the  new  structure  of  society.  Only  through  a church, 
which  lives  in  such  a contact  with  the  realities  of  modern  life,  the  Word 
of  God  will  get  its  opportunity  to  conquer  our  people  again. 

II.  I have  until  now  spoken  of  the  National  Church  as  a church  for  the 
people,  when  the  people  is  seen  as  an  object  of  God’s  acting  through 
His  Word.  But  the  church  appears  in  the  world  as  an  organized  society 
with  its  organs  and  order,  which  must  lead  us  to  inquire  about  the  human 
subject  of  the  church.  In  what  sense  can  it  be  truly  said  that  our  Swedish 
church  is  a church  of  the  people ? 
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I have  already  pointed  out,  that  the  Church  of  Sweden  still  embraces 
practically  the  whole  population  of  our  country.  The  degree,  in  which 
the  Swedes  adhere  to  their  church,  varies  however,  very  much.  Most  of 
them  have  been  baptized  and  confirmed,  but  only  a minority  are  as 
communicants  and  churchgoers  active  members  of  their  congregations. 

In  most  cases  the  adherence  to  the  church  is  dependant  on  a Christian 
heritage  and  custom.  Thus  the  attachment  has  an  apparently  passive 
character. 

It  has  not,  however,  always  been  so.  When  our  church  once  upon  a 
time  got  its  privileged  position  as  a National  church,  Sweden  had  not  yet 
ceased  to  be  a missionary  field.  But  the  country  was  made  Christian 
through  collective  decisions  of  the  people  on  the  things.  That  its  attach- 
ment to  the  church  in  later  times  has  been  passive,  does  not  exclude  the 
fact  that  the  people  when  given  an  opportunity  could  take  an  active 
decision  anew.  It  is  in  other  words  in  the  power  of  the  people  to  decide, 
whether  our  church  shall  retain  its  character  as  a National  church  in 
this  subjective  sense. 

This  factor  has  got  new  importance  in  the  present  situation,  when 
every  citizen  in  our  country  has  been  granted  full  liberty  to  leave  the 
National  church.  Hitherto  only  a very  small  number  of  persons  have 
made  use  of  their  right  to  do  so.  Nevertheless  the  number  of  those 
staying  outside  the  church  will  automatically  increase.  There  is,  however, 
every  reason  to  believe,  that  in  the  reasonably  near  future  the  majority 
of  the  Swedish  people  will  still  hold  to  their  old  church— if  nothing 
revolutionary  happens.  This  could  be  the  case,  if  the  ongoing  investi- 
gations about  the  present  relations  between  church  and  state  should 
lead  to  a proposal  of  disestablishment,  and  if  that  proposal  should  be 
put  to  the  vote.  You  cannot  foresee  what  the  outcome  should  be,  if  the 
people  now  should  make  the  same  collective  decision  as  a thousand  years 
ago. 

The  uncertainty  about  the  future  of  the  National  church  is  above 
all  due  to  the  fact,  that  the  bonds  have  been  stretched  and  thinned 
between  the  church  and  a people,  including  large  groups,  which  have 
their  spiritual  home  in  other  Christian  denominations  or  have  no  longer 
any  personal  solidarity  with  the  church  of  their  fathers.  This  state  of 
things  even  in  the  present  must  affect  the  life  and  work  of  the  church, 

inasmuch  as  the  people  has  its  right  to  exercise  its  influence  on  ecclesias- 
tical affairs. 

When  the  emphasis  is  laid  upon  the  Church  of  Sweden  having  an 
episcopal  government  this  no  doubt  is  rightly  done.  The  bishops  and 
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the  chapters  have  indeed  a central  position  in  the  governing  of  their 
dioceses,  and  most  of  the  church  work  in  these  fields  is  carried  on  under 
their  leadership.  But  the  legislation  for  the  whole  church  lies  with  the 
Parliament  together  with  the  General  Assembly  of  the  Church,  and  the 
central  administration  is  put  in  the  hands  of  the  King  through  the  Ministry 
of  ecclesiastical  affairs.  On  the  local  level  there  exists  a far  reaching 
self  government  in  the  congregations,  exercised  by  the  vestries  and  the 
parish  councils.  Thus,  on  all  the  three  levels  the  people  through  its 
representatives  has  a secured  position  and  influence  on  church  matters. 

In  the  development  which  has  led  to  the  present  order,  you  can  easily 
trace  influences  from  other  churches.  Such  innovations  in  the  last  hundred 
years  as  the  erecting  of  a General  Assembly  and  of  parish  councils  are 
parly  due  to  examples  given  by  Reformed  churches,  among  those  the 
Church  of  Scotland.  In  later  times  the  forces  of  democracy  have  apparently 
been  at  work  in  the  same  direction. 

In  itself,  however,  the  system  of  balance  between  clergy  and  laity 
can  be  understood  as  a consequence  of  the  old  Lutheran  principle  of  an 
interrelatedness  of  ministry  and  congregation.  And  the  democratic 
development  on  the  whole  has  hitherto  no  doubt  been  of  great  benefit 
to  church  life.  But  if  large  groups  of  our  people  through  religious  dis- 
sension and  secularization  are  being  estranged  from  the  church,  their 
influence  on  the  governing  of  the  church  can  prove  fatal. 

There  have,  indeed,  in  recent  years  occurred  some  incidents  which 
have  revealed  a tendency  on  the  side  of  the  state  to  tighten  its  hold  on 
the  Church  and  make  use  of  its  power  in  the  internal  affairs  of  the  Church. 
I think  now  not  so  much  of  the  decision  to  open  the  ministry  to  women, 
a decision  which  has  had  strong  repercussions  and  has  awakened  a bitter 
struggle  in  our  country  and  also  has  aroused  attention  abroad. 

Whatever  has  been  said  about  the  pressure  exercised  by  the  state 
and  public  opinion  in  this  matter,  the  truth  is  that  the  Church  through 
its  General  Assembly  has  given  its  consent  to  the  reform  and  that  the 
decisive  factor  has  been  a difference  of  opinion  on  the  question  of  its 
compatibility  with  the  Word  of  God  and  the  Lutheran  confession,  a 
difference  of  opinion  within  the  church  between  different  groups  both 
of  the  clergy  and  of  the  laity.  Nor  has  there  been  any  attempt  from  the 
state  to  restrict  the  liberty  of  the  church  and  the  ministers  to  preach  the 
Gospel.  But  what  has  happened  is  that  the  government  has  in  some 
cases  maintained  its  power  to  decide  in  matters  of  church  organization 
and  finance  and  exercised  its  power  in  such  a way  that  the  church  has 
not  got  the  means  and  the  resources  which  are  needed,  if  it  shall  to  the 
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full  extent  answer  the  demands  which  face  it  in  a changing  society.  Thus 
in  an  indirect  way  the  state  has  put  limits  to  the  possibility  of  the  church 
to  fulfil  its  calling  to  preach  the  Gospel  to  the  whole  people.  That  is  a 
serious  reminder  to  the  church  of  the  fact  that  it  must  not  rely  too  much 
on  the  support  of  a state  and  a people,  which  no  longer  as  a whole  are 
positively  and  actively  interested  in  the  church  and  its  work.  This  is  a 
situation  which  a National  church  must  meet  in  the  first  instance  by 
endeavouring  to  inform  and  educate  the  members  of  the  church-bodies 
in  order  to  make  them  understand  their  duties  as  churchmen  and  by 
trying  to  mobilize  the  resources  of  passive  interest  among  the  church- 
people  for  voluntary  undertakings  where  the  legal  support  is  failing. 

There  are  certainly  an  increasing  number  of  the  clergy  and  the  laity 
who  now  as  a solution  of  the  difficulties  are  favouring  the  idea  of  a dis- 
establishment. But  on  the  other  hand,  all  for  whom  the  idea  of  a National 
church  is  a precious  heritage  that  they  will  not  give  up,  are  determined 
to  try  to  promote  a change  in  the  present  relations  of  church  and  state, 
which  will  allow  the  church  more  freedom  in  its  internal  affairs  without 
breaking  the  union  between  church  and  state.  But  there  is  a general 
agreement  that  the  future  of  the  National  Church  is  dependent  on  a 
renewal  of  Christian  faith  and  life  in  our  people  and  that  the  most  impor- 
tant task  of  the  Church  is  the  work  of  evangelization  with  the  purpose  to 
make  the  Swedes  a Christian  people,  and  the  church  in  this  sense  a church 
of  the  people. 

Whether  you,  accepting  the  National  church  idea,  regard  the  people 
as  the  object  of  the  Word  of  God  proclaiming  the  Gospel  through  the 
Church  to  all  nations,  or  whether  you  look  at  the  church  as  a human 
organization,  in  which  the  people  is  the  subject  in  the  work  of  the  church, 
you  must  come  to  the  same  conclusion  as  to  the  right  course  to  take  in 
the  difficulties  and  problems  meeting  our  church  to-day.  That  which 
is  the  strength  of  the  National  church-system,  is  at  the  same  time  its 
weakness.  But  when  we  are  tempted  to  see  only  the  weakness  and  the 
risks  of  this  system,  we  ought  not  to  forget  all  the  possibilities  which  it 
opens  to  a church,  which  in  its  confession  still  possesses  a safeguard  for 
its  purity,  and  through  its  Gospel  has  access  to  the  power  of  God,  and  in 
its  ministers  and  in  its  congregations  has  sufficient  funds  of  faith  and  of 
will  to  carry  the  Gospel  to  its  people.  God  himself  is  mighty  still  to  perfect 
His  grace  in  the  weakness  of  our  church.  Still  it  is  worthwhile  in  faith 
to  pray,  fight  and  work  for  our  National  Church  of  Sweden  in  the  light 
of  that  co-operation  between  church  and  state  to  the  blessing  of  our 

people,  which  until  now  has  represented  the  golden  line  in  the  history 
of  Sweden.  J 
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